The concept of serious mental illness: modern myths and grim realities.
Current mental health practice and legislation is influenced significantly by the ill-defined concept of serious mental illness (SMI). Although the concept of SMI originally appeared to include a consideration of a range of forms of mental illness, including dementias, by custom and practice the term has come to mean, often, only people with a psychotic diagnosis. This paper reviews the influence of the term SMI, considering the way older people, younger people and other subgroups within the 'adult' population have been marginalized by the narrow definition of the concept. The paper concludes with a consideration of some of the ethical implications of mental health nurses focusing on an ill-defined 'illness' grouping, and the impact that such a narrow focus might have on the ambition to establish 'health for all by the year 2000'.